Introduction
In this article I will neither answer the question of what attention is nor will I say or try to find out which approach is the best. Nevertheless I am confronted with the defiance how to define attention. It is in the first volume of the Principles of Psychology that William James gives the first famous definition which you also can find on Wikipedia today:
Everyone knows what attention is. It is the taking possession by the mind, in clear and vivid form, of one out of what seem several simultaneously possible objects or trains of thought. Focalization, concentration, of consciousness are of its essence. It implies withdrawal from some things in order to deal effectively with others, and is a condition which has a real opposite in the confused, dazed, scatterbrained state which in French is called distraction, and Zerstreutheit in German. (James 1950: 403-404) In general there are four main fields in which attention plays a more or less important role and where it is object of theoretical works: (1) Cognitive sciences and Psychology, (2) cultural studies and literature (Frank Kermode, Aleida and Jan Assmann), the field of (3) economics which is the most problematic field because it is not only rooted in economics but seems to be rather an interdisciplinary approach of psychological, sociological, philosophical and economic thinking within the paradigm of media culture and communication (Herbert Simon, Georg Franck, Michael Goldhaber, David N. Lanham) . Finally attention appears in the discourse of (4) phenomenology which is, regarding the phenomenon of attention, represented primarily by Edmund Husserl, Paul Valéry and Bernhard Waldenfels in philosophy.
The 'Economy' or 'Economics of Attention' which will be the most important source for this article, is a discourse from the 90s that focused on the New Economy within new information technologies, especially the Internet, but above all it was accompanied by a whole analysis and diagnostic of the present time and society. Although the thesis, that money will be obsolete and replaced by an attention economy with attention as the new and dominant currency is more than doubtable, there are many interesting details and observations in the different visions that are represented by Michael H. Goldhaber, Georg Franck and Richard A.
Lanham. According to Lanham for example, style is the means by which attention is attracted and allocated. The key to an economy of attention is the notion of information society. But why is it not called "information economy" then? As Michael Golhaber says:
By definition, economics is the study of how a society uses its scarce resources. And information is not scarce -especially on the Net, where it is not only abundant, but overflowing. We are drowning in information, yet constantly increasing our generation of it. So a key question arises: Is there something else that flows through cyberspace, something that is scarce and desirable? There is. (...) It is called attention. And the economy of attention -not information -is the natural economy of cyberspace. (Goldhaber 1997: 182) The biggest problem in the approaches is that their theoretical argumentation and explanations are not always systematic or sufficient. However one can say that the architect and economist Georg Franck has got the most fertile and richest definition of attention. To him attention always means two different states: the intentional state of focussed attention and the more general state of awareness where background information is included. (Franck 1998: 28/29) In this conception Franck refers to Edmund Husserl who distinguishes between the intentional act of directing attention to s.th. and a certain background activity which comes very close to the state of a general alertness or awareness. Indeed, it is the German word Aufmerksamkeit which implies the two meanings of attention and awareness.
Attention as Resource
With respect to information management practices, the question is: how to deal with the flood of information and ideas? And how does attention as a mental resource bring structure and evaluation into this abundance of information in the personal and public awareness? As Herbert Simon points out a certain problem with information and news in 1983:
I suppose a society that became highly sensitive to the scarcity of attention might modify its reading habits to allocate attention more efficiently. Although in our own society complaints about the fold of information are common enough, there is little evidence of people deliberately designing strategies to protect themselves from transient and the evanescent. It seems a novel idea to many people that news need not to be ingested simply 'because it is there'. (Simon 1983: 94) So this is the one task people have to cope with: they have to take care, to select and to decide, that means that attention has an exclusive character. If you decide to pay attention to something you cannot pay it to another thing at that time. To select and chose an option means to abandon other options at the same time, and the other task with respect to attention is its judgemental or evaluative character which Georg Franck calls the emotional quality of attention. This is for example the field of experimental psychologists who want to see "what effect they have on a person's ability to attend to and retain a message." (Radford 2005: 55) Why is that your attention switches when you hear your name mentioned in the other room, but it doesn't switch when the name mentioned is that of someone who you do not know? How does your personal interest in the subject matter of a message relate to your ability to focus and to attend to it? Do you attend more diligently to male or female voices? English or American accents? Messages with rational or emotional appeals? (Radford 2005: 55) To summarise the universal aspect of attention, every action or communicative act is dyed with the process of paying or receiving attention. But besides the evaluative and the universal characteristics of attention, Goldhaber and Franck also agree with each other on an anthropological level where attention is a fundamental human desire and need. Even though Goldhaber doesn't really give any concrete definition of attention -the same is valuable for Richard A. Lanham -he argues that attention is a scarce resource and addresses a fundamental human desire which may occur in multiple forms:
To summarize, attention can ground an economy because it is fundamental human desire and is intrinsically, unavoidably scarce. It can be a rich and complex economy because attention comes in many forms: love, recognition, heeding, obedience, thoughtfulness, caring, praising, watching over, attending to one's desires, aiding, advising, critical appraisal, assistance in developing new skills, et cetera. (Goldhaber 1997: 184) Goldhaber is indeed not very far away from the economist theory, because it is no other than the well known economist and nobel prize winner Herbert Simon who brings up the idea of scarce attention in an economic view:
Similarly, in an information-rich world the wealth of information means a dearth of something else: a scarcity of whatever it is that information consumes. What information consumes is rather obvious: it consumes the attention of its recipients. Hence a wealth of information creates a poverty of attention and a need to allocate that attention efficiently among the overabundance of information sources that might consume it. (Simon 1971: 40) Within his theory of bounded rationality and therefore limited cognitive capacities, Herbert
Simon mentions the poverty of attention and the need for an efficient allocation. According to his opinion that scarcity is a fundamental aspect of life, Simon thinks that the rationality is supposed to allocate all the resources as there are among others time, money, oil and attention. The comparison to money leads us to the next aspect, attention as medium. So whenever you talk of a medium, you must admit the idea of exchange processes. This is what the authors of the attention economy reclaim as Goldhaber writes: "Each time someone focuses on anybody else, that can be thought of as a "transaction" in this new economy -a transaction that usually doesn't involve money." (Goldhaber 1997: 184) So just like there are several symbolic communication media like money, power and truth, attention is reclaimed to be a medium and currency in the information age.
Let me ask further what attention specifically does and how it functions as a medium?
According to the theory of Attention Economy (Franck 1998) , it is attention that gives, builds and creates the value of cultural goods and persons -according to Georg Franck attention is not only working in the public sphere but there also is a kind of rudimentary economic system that allocates the amount of attention in personal and private life. He distinguishes between a micro-economic and macro-economic system of recognition. The idea is that the highly developed system of recognition in the public sphere which has turned into a form of mental capitalism since mass media has entered the entire scene, has its origin and natural perform in the system of recognition with regard to the social and personal identity in daily life.
In this reflection of the social value of each person in the whole of society, the idea of social exchange is now more than a metaphor. It is not through electric currents of attention that people communicate and exchange opinions, but through words and forms of appreciation and valuation. It is with by entering of the third person that the social value is turned into a market value -a theoretical element which is based on George Herbert Mead's generalised other. The fact that we not only earn attention by direct communicative acts but also by indirect acts i (when people talk about us) makes that you can talk of a veritable development of an attention market. Attention, according to Franck here, already works as a sort of currency so that we can speak of a commercialization of self-worth. The income and outcome of social appreciation or valuation defines the social value of each person that has to be seen in a whole system, that Franck calls a market of social prestige. According to this thinking the social status of each person is defined through the allocation of social valuation, a process in which the value-setting character as well as the judgemental quality of attention as a medium is shown at its best.
Nevertheless and according to Franck, attention doesn't take the form of a real economic currency until the next level, when mass media enter the field of communication and social exchange, and when the valuation is more and more allocated by indirect forms. Whereas Jürgen Habermas defines power and money as the principal media in politics and economy, attention shall now be the primary medium in science, arts and mass media, thus in those fields that Habermas calls the public sphere or, in a more general perspective, the system of symbolic reproduction. (Habermas 1982: 209) 4. Attention Economy, Mental Capitalism and popularity as an economic value If you look at the three big concepts on attention economy from Lanham, Goldhaber and Franck, you can find a lot of similarities and it will be a task in the future to analyse all three approaches regarding their capacity to form a scientific theory. Lanham for instance, knowing by the way that he is "not a real economist" (Lanham 2006, xi) , distinguishes between stuff and non-stuff, substance and style, and emphasises that allocating attention is a matter of style:
The devices that regulate attention are stylistic devices. Attracting attention is what style is all about. If attention is now at the center of the economy rather than stuff, then so is style. It moves from the periphery to the center. Style and substance trade places. And so do real property and intellectual property. In an economy of stuff, the laws of property govern who owns stuff. In an attention economy, it is the laws of intellectual property that govern who gets attention. (Lanham 2006: xii) Although it is not clear what is meant by 'laws of intellectual property', it is remarkable that, according to Lanham, the whole society is going to change in the economics of attention so that the new economists will not be found in the traditional economics departments, but rather people who work in "disciplines that study how attention is allocated." (Lanham 2006: xii ) For highlighting this thesis, Lanham describes art as attention structures, pointing out two different types of artists: Andy Warhol as an opportunist, seeking money and celebrity, and Christo on the other hand, a serious planner and artistic entrepreneur. Like Goldhaber, he focuses on the World Wide Web and on how the common economy will be replaced by a new attention economy based on the model of internet communities. The World Wide Web "thus combines the power of a free market, where individual gain leads to collective benefit, with the cooperative ownership of the cultural conversation." (Lanham 2006: 13) As we have seen, Franck tries to develop a social theory within a theory of mass media where television, and not the internet, is still the primary medium and institution for allocating attention. Here he again shares with Goldhaber and Lanham the position that popularity, and therefore also style, has become a leading value for social valuation and personal identity.
Popularity becomes a value in itself and functions as a real capital, and so Goldhaber speaks of a star system: Already today, no matter what you do, the money you receive is more and more likely to track the recognition that comes to you for doing what you do. If there is nothing very special about your work, no matter how hard you apply yourself you won't get noticed, and that increasingly means you won't get paid much either. This trend in recompense in the US has been documented in The Winner-Take-All Society, a book by economists Robert H. Frank and Philip J. Cook. The authors note that the star system we are accustomed to in sports, entertainment, and the arts has migrated to the professions. As a September 3, 1997, front-page headline in The Wall Street Journal announced, "CEOs are stars now." That's how they are paid, hired, utilized, and dismissed. They operate with their companies more as attention-getting motivators than bosses. The same goes for rainmaking legal partners, high-powered lobbyists, and academics. More and more they are treated as celebrities. (Goldhaber 1997: 186) I think that the Attention Economy could be capable of mediating between the political economy school and the popular culture school because the attention economy emphasizes "By what means do we attribute value to works of art, and how do our valuations affect our ways of attending them?" (Kermode 1985: xiii) His answer points to the specific roles of interpretation, interpreters and comments, so that all processes of allocating and perpetuating attention result in having access to a kind of 'cultural conversation'. To be a part of a cannon or to be inside it reveals a magical side of attention which is very ancient at the same time:
"To be inside the canon is to be protected from wear and tear, to be credited with indefinitely large numbers of possible internal relations and secrets, to be treated as a heterocosm, a miniature Torah. It is to acquire magical and occult properties that are in fact very ancient." (Kermode 1985: 90) Thus on the one hand, the struggle for access to canons and access to cultural memory is a political one for artists and authors, fighting for the power of interpretation and public value of their works of art. On the other hand, the interpreters are required to be alert and to be ambitious in their work of interpretation: "These interpreters are required to be vigilant and industrious, for to maintain a canonical work, to keep it in a condition of timeless modernity, is a never-ending and delicate business. That is why the canon, though not closed, is hard to get into. Applicants are often advised to apply to some other canon, say the 'postmodern' one." (Kermode 1985 : 90) Kermode mentions the traditional distinction between knowledge and opinion and takes the Bible as example for a canon that has been reformed and whose authority has been contested. But he sees the problem of theological canon:
Canons, which negate the distinction between knowledge and opinion, which are instruments of survival built to be time-proof, not reason-proof, are of course deconstructible; if people think there should not be such things, they may very well find the means to destroy them. Their defense cannot any longer be undertaken by central institutional power; they cannot any longer be compulsory, though it is hard to see how the normal operation of learned institutions, including recruitment, can manage without them. (Kermode 1985: 78) By relying on Richard Rorty, Nietzsche and Feyerabend, Kermode gives up the idea of a clear distinction between knowledge and opinion and ends up in relativism. Accordingly, he thinks that the canonicity in the history of arts and literature has never been impermeable. Anyway, Kermode's conclusion is that such forms of attention -whether it is in the field of religion, literature or somewhere else -should continue to exist, even if they are all, in the end, dependents of opinion. (Kermode 1985: 91) According to this, canons are deconstructible on the one hand, but necessary and fundamental to institutional operations on the other hand. I want to offer two arguments here for why he is right: on the one hand, the bounded aspect of attention is very important in this process (not all the good pieces of art can be seen or recognized) and again the degree of popularity plays an important role in the selection of works (someone or something that does not attract attention at all will not be seen), so any selection can never be based exclusively on knowledge. This is also valuable for philosophical theories, and maybe for the rest of science as well although science still holds on the distinction between knowledge and opinion much more than literature, art and partially philosophy. If you cannot read all the philosophical works of the whole history, you have to make choices and that's where the construction of different canons and traditions, for instance in philosophy, is a necessary way to structure the abundance of information and works. There are similar conditions for the present publications and that is why scientific authors have to respect some rules and conditions of practicability as it is called in the philosophy of science. On the one hand authors have to think of their colleagues bounded rationality and on the other hands they have to pay attention to the fact and power of tradition. Recognition and acceptance of a work or an idea can only be guaranteed if you connect with traditions and established ideas. And this is the point where the name and the degree of reputation play such an important role, whether it concerns the name of a person, university, research establishment or publishing company.
ii In this view, the Foucauldian thought of the author's death just seems like a utopian vision of how attention should be allocated with regard to the text. According to the idea of reputation in the scientific market, Georg Franck distinguishes between the attractive power and the scientific value of a theory as he writes:
A good deal of the difference between the attractive power and the scientific value of a theory can be explained by the fact that theories earn attention not only as capital goods, but also as consumer goods. Scientific communication is far from being the only market for scientific information. Rather, the science industry's final products are information exported to society, which in turn is financing this industry. The main export market is that of technology. However, scientific information is also imported by the entertainment industry. Moreover, the borderline between scientific publishing and entertainment is blurred. By making use of the leakage, one and the same product can be made to earn attention on both markets. (Franck 2002: 13) If you apply this remark to the discourse of attention economy itself, it is very interesting to notice that even the authors consider their approach not only as a product for the scientific market. So Lanham at the end of his preface writes: "Certainly this procedure will not be respectable in the eyes of professional economists, or of the many other scholars whose fields I touch on, but it may be useful to the ordinary reader, in whose existence I continue to believe." (Lanham 2006 : xiv) I don't want to discuss whether this concept of ordinary reader is true or useful, it just shows that according to Lanham the scientific market is not the only market for scientific information and he, as being the author, is aware of not following all the rules that are required for the academic market. At the same time you cannot deny that there is a scientific value and content in his ideas. My questions here would be: how can the fact that you don't respect rules help you to get more attention? And again is it possible to move from the one market to the other when the amount of attention on one market is high enough?
Another point that is interesting about Lanham's self-explanation is that he invites the imaginary reader to continue the conversation. To Lanham writing and reading a book is part of a conversation and it is not without meaning that each of its chapters is followed by "Background Conversations" in which Lanham describes some of the places he is coming from "and where you might go if you want to continue the conversation." (Lanham 2006: xiv) Then in the first chapter, he claims that the capital of attention economy "lies in the cultural conversation". (Lanham 2006: 9) Also, Frank Kermode emphasises the very simple fact of continuing a conversation with regard to canonical procedures:
In thinking about canonicity in the history of the arts and literature, we have at once to reflect that our canons have never been impermeable; that our defenses of them are always more provisional than a church's would be; that we therefore have the advantage of being able to preserve the modernity of our choices without surrendering the right to add to them, even to exclude members of them, not by means of difficult administrative procedures but simply by continuing a conversation. (Kermode 1985: 78/79) Conversation here is defined and seen as the central process: it has to be talked about! It has to be interpreted! It has to be commented! Conversation, Interpretation and Commentary are the key words concerning traditional canons as well as short-term orders in the Attention Economy, simply because nothing can survive in the Cultural Memory without constant affirmation and confirmation: "Since we have no experience of a venerable text that ensures its own perpetuity, we may reasonably say that the medium in which it survives is commentary." (Kermode 1985: 36) Although one must say that "the success of interpretative argument as a means of conferring or endorsing value is, accordingly, not to be measured by the survival of the comment but by the survival of its object." (Kermode 1985 : 67) Maybe we can say that the "primary purpose" is indeed to provide the medium in which its object survives, but at least in philosophy, the tradition of comments -being a text genre -is very popular and seems quite autonomous whether its object is still read or not: "We may quarrel, but on the whole everybody knows what is being talked about, even when the tone and content of the remarks are surprising. That is to say, the work of preservation and defence is carried on by many voices cooperating, however unwillingly, to one end, and not by a central authority resisting its challengers." (Kermode 1985: 79) So we can say that the exchange of attention is a very important cultural technique by which "the primary objects of my own attention have to be brought to the attention of another generation" (Kermode 1985: 88) . For a long-term conservation there is needed an institutional background for maintaining the attention to an object -for instance by a museum -and the border between short-term attention and long-term attention (which can be in form of canon)
is in flux, so that an established and institutionalised order of long-term attention is never irreversible or undeconstructible. "But I agree with those who say that the idea of tradition has never been so weak as it now is, the sense of a literary past less strong; and I therefore respect, in the work of such writers as Gadamer and Jauss, the attempt to make historical consciousness a modern and acceptable idea." (Kermode 1985: 88/89) As William James writes in his Principles: "Dugald Stewart says: "The connection between attention and memory has been remarked by many authors." (James 1950: 427) So let me characterise on this background the difference between phenomenological and economic approach to attention: While Measurability of attention is given in the Economic model, attention is considered as a non-measurable object in phenomenology. In this sense, these two approaches are not only different forms of philosophical expression but their way of how to conceive attention as phenomenon is just unequal.
The future task of philosophy is: Attention as a phenomenon must be seen one the same level like philosophical notions as experience, perception and consciousness. The question which role attention in the process of experience, memory and perception plays, is posed by Edmund Husserl, Paul Valéry and Bernhard Waldenfels, but it needs to be continued. The phenomenological view is not reduced to the ideal of rationality and exchange: it shows rather in what ways the self depends on other mechanisms, selves and subjects. This relational interdependency is, according to Georg Franck, left out in the economic models, and that's why he tries to combine his economic approach with phenomenological elements. This again allows to turn it into a critical perspective in which the politics of recognition must be considered. A critical perspective on the Attention Economy must concern critics of acceleration, alienation and heteronomy.
The future task of economics is to find ambitious and enthusiastic economists who really work on integrating attention in a practicable economic theory. (Franck 1998: 98) ii "Science is not only the business of individual persons, but also of organizations. As a rule, individuals participate in the market of scientific information as members of a university or research establishment. (…) The organisation participates in the income earned by its members." (Franck 2002: 21) iii This is what Aleida Assmann suggests as criterion to distinguish between print age and information age. (Assmann 2001: 13) 
